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Abstract 
Trust is important for the good functioning of interpersonal relations. It is a relational concept that provides security, harmony, 
and welfare for individuals, family members, and the whole community.  This concept first develops in family atmosphere as a 
result of strong and intimate parent-child relationship, it is extended to other family members, close friends and later to the 
community .The purpose of this study was to examine trust elicited by male and female adolescents toward their mothers, and for 
developing a more contextualized understanding of the way trust in mother emerges when the factor of gender is considered. 
Data was collected from 993undergraduate students (males =222, female = 771) studying in one of the higher education 
institution in Malaysia. The respondents were asked to complete a set of open-ended questions to elicit information on trust.  
Data was analyzed using the indigenous psychology approach through categorization, open coding, and axial coding. A pattern of 
trust formation to the mother was proposed by comparing male and female adolescents based on their trust experience towards 
their mothers. Analysis on pattern of trust formation towards the mother for male and female adolescents revealed four main 
categories: mother-adolescents relationship, mother’s role and nurturing, mother’s characteristic, and mother’s attitude and 
behavior. Mother-adolescents relationship was identified as the main source why adolescents trust their mother. Results showed 
that there was no significant association between gender and the trust formation to the mother. The findings indicated that the 
pattern of trust formation towards the mother were similar between male and female adolescents. Understandings how pattern of 
trust develops, will provide useful information for parents, teachers, counselors, government officers, and policy makers and can 
help in establishing harmonious society. 
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1. Introduction  
 
Scholars throughout the world have advanced the principle that society cannot survive unless individuals 
establish and sustain basic levels of interpersonal trust (O'Hara, 2004). Furthermore, interpersonal trust has been 
regarded as a crucial facet of human functioning since the very beginning of psychology as a discipline (Erikson, 
1963). There is a growing body of evidence demonstrating that interpersonal trust across the course of development 
is linked to many aspects of human life including  physical health (Barefoot, Maynard, Beckham, Brammett, 
Hooker, & Siegler, 1998), cognitive functioning (Harris, 2007), social functioning (Rotenberg, Boulton, & Fox, 
2005), and the development and maintenance of close relationships (Holmes & Remple, 1989). Furthermore, 
because of developmental trajectories, interpersonal trust during childhood and adolescence affect individuals by 
adulthood both directly (i.e., early trust affects later trust) and indirectly (i.e., via earlier links to health and 
psychosocial functioning). 
The notion that trust is crucial to psychosocial functioning has been advanced since the beginning of 
contemporary psychology. According to Erikson (1963) development of basic trust is one of the important 
developmental tasks of early childhood and affects psychosocial functioning during the life-course. Similarly, 
attachment theorists also proposed that infants' trust is a product of their interactions with caregivers on day to day 
basis and affects subsequent social functioning as well (Bridges, 2003). Trust has been regarded as a critical facet of 
romantic relationships during adulthood (Holmes & Rempel, 1989). 
Trust can be defined as a firm belief in the reliability, truth, or ability of someone and is considered as an 
important part of relationship building. Trust is important for the good functioning of interpersonal relations. It is a 
relational concept that provides security, harmony, and welfare for individuals, family members, and the whole 
community.  This concept first develops in family atmosphere as a result of the strong and intimate parent-child 
relationship. Gradually it is extended to other family members, close friends and later on to the community. 
The phenomenon of trust has been extensively explored by a variety of disciplines across the social sciences, 
including economics, psychology, sociology and political science. The breadth of this literature offers rich insight, 
and this is noted in the common elements that appear in the definition of trust. According to Rousseau et al. (1998), 
"Trust is a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of 
the intentions or behaviour of another. However, Lewicki et al. (1998) describe trust as "an individual's belief in, 
and willingness to act on the basis of, the words, actions, and decisions of another. The need for trust arises from our 
interdependence with others. We often depend on other people to help us obtain, or at least not to frustrate, the 
outcomes we value (and they on us). As our interests with others are intertwined, we also must recognize that there 
is an element of risk involved insofar as we often encounter situations in which we cannot compel the cooperation 
we seek. Therefore, trust can be very valuable in social interactions. 
In psychology, trust is believing that the person who is trusted will do what is expected. It starts at the family and 
grows to others. According to the Erikson theory of psychosocial development, developing basic trust is the infant 
developmental task occurring, or failing, during the first two years of life. Success results in feelings of security, 
trust, and optimism, while failure leads towards an orientation of insecurity and mistrust. A person's dispositional 
tendency to trust others can be considered a personality trait and as such is one of the strongest predictors of 
subjective well-being. It has been argued that trust increases subjective well-being because it enhances the quality of 
one's interpersonal relationships, and happy people are skilled at fostering good relationships. 
 
1.1 Children’s’ trust towards their mothers in Malaysian society 
 
Cross cultural researches reported the fact that the phenomenon of trust is valued in all cultures, and is 
considered as an important element of building interpersonal relationships. However the way every culture views 
trust and pattern of trust development towards mothers across cultures seems somewhat different. It may depends on 
beliefs held towards mother’s role and level of involvement in parent-child relationship.  
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The role of mothers in Malaysian culture is of outmost importance and is considered as providing warmth and 
nurturance to their children. Most Malaysians use the word Emak or Ibu to address mothers. Mothers are actively 
involved in child care tasks and maintaining family life, and most of the time mothers are also primary caregivers to 
their children as well, which provide them with opportunity to develop bonding and attachment. Even though lot of 
mothers work outside home in modern Malaysian families, however they are still expected by their culture to 
provide child care, manage domestic chores, and remain actively involved in child rearing practices. Thus mothers 
are considered as fulfilling basic needs of their children as well as providing love and affection. Malaysian children 
tend to relay on their parents specially mothers for fulfilling their needs, which later leads to development of trust 
towards their mothers. Malaysian children are supposed to love, respect and trust their mothers according to their 
cultural expectation as well as religious obligation, as Islam is the religion practiced by almost 60% of Malaysian 
population, and the teachings of Islam states that heaven lies beneath the mother’s feet. This development of trust 
towards mothers is viewed by society as by product of mothers’ active involvement in child rearing and scarifies 
that she made for her children. 
 
 
1.2 Measurement of trust  
 
One of the major problem confronting researchers is the conceptualization and assessment of trust. The 
conceptualization of trust and determining the patterns of trust development is very difficult, because a researcher's 
conceptualization may not match those commonly held by people in any other culture or social community, thus 
appearing to be disconnected from social reality. This understanding regarding the nature and development of trust 
towards mothers can be subjective to cultural values and beliefs held by people belonging to that culture. Thus, the 
present research attempt to avoid such problems by using indigenous psychology approach, to the assessment of 
individuals' perceptions of trust as well as patterns of trust development in a culturally appropriate ways by implying 
qualitative methods for data collection. Furthermore, earlier researchers have mostly used the scales to assess 
children and adolescent trust towards both of their parents; however the present research emphasized the importance 
of separately assessing trust in mothers because of the potential differential attachment to the two parents. The 
purpose of this study was to examine the pattern of trust elicited by male and female adolescents toward their 
mothers. To develop a more contextualized understanding of the way trust in mother emerges when the factor of 
gender are considered. 
 
 
2.  Method 
 
2.1 Participants and Location 
 
Nine hundred and ninety three (993) undergraduate students from one of the higher education institution in 
Malaysia participated in the study. Out of a total of 993, 771 (or 77.6%) were female and 222 (or 22.4%) were male. 
Their ages ranged from 20 to 24 year.  
 
 
2.2 Measures 
 
The study was based on a set of open-ended question to elicit information on adolescents’ trust toward their 
mothers. Original version of the questionnaire was designed by Kim (2008) to measure the degree and the reason 
why the individual trust people and institutions around them. The questionnaire comprised of two parts i.e. a 
demographic information section and a section to measure trust. The demographic variables included gender, age, 
race, religion and family's socio-economic status. The trust measure is comprised of five questions that measure the 
degree and the reason why adolescents’ trust and not trust their father, mother, close friend, politicians, and 
themselves. In this study, one of the questions that measure trust toward the mother (“Based on the relationship 
between you and your mother, write down the reason why you trust your mother?”) was analyzed to answer the purpose of 
the study. 
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As conceptualization and measurement of trust is very difficult and somewhat subjective to the culture, 
thus it is considered that using qualitative approach is better choice to understand participants understanding about 
the nature and pattern of trust development that is relevant to their respective cultural background. 
 
 
2.3 Data Analysis 
 
The data was analyzed in the steps listed by Braun and Clarke (2006) for thematic analysis, which involved 
finding repeated patterns of meaning within the data. Data analysis begins with data transcription, familiarization 
with the data by multiple readings and an initial noting of ideas. Next, the initial coding was conducted across the 
data and these codes were then collected into potential themes. The themes were then reviewed to certain that they 
were appropriate both at the level of individual extract as well as across the data set.  
 
The data was further analyzed by using chi square test to investigate the association between adolescents’ 
gender, their trust towards mothers, and the differences between the observed and expected frequencies of trust 
towards mother according to the respondents’ gender. Descriptive analysis was used to report the frequency and 
percentage of the subjects’ demographic characteristics. 
 
 
3. Results and Discussion 
 
3.1 Pattern of Trust Formation towards the Mother 
 
The analysis on the pattern of trust formation towards the mother was based on male and female adolescents’ 
perspective revealed in four main categories: mother-adolescent relationship, mother’s role and nurturing, mother’s 
characteristic, and mother’s attitude and behavior (refer Table 1). Each category consists of five sub categories. Five 
sub categories of mother-adolescent relationship were biological relationship, closeness with mother, love to the 
mother, mutual trust, and sharing. Examples of responses for the mother-adolescent relationship category are (i) I 
trust my mother because without her, I would not exist; (ii) I trust my mother because she is my mother; (iii) I trust 
my mother because we can trust each other; and (iv)I trust my mother I can share and discuss anything with her. 
 
The five sub categories of mother’s role and nurturing were responsible, nurturing (advice, teach and guidance), 
mother's love, mother's support and help. The following includes responses describing the mother’s role and 
nurturing category: (i) I trust my mother because she taught me a lot about life; (ii) I trust my mother she is always 
there to support me; (iii) I trust my mother because my mother is a responsible and did her job well as a mother; 
and (iv) I trust my mother my mother loves me and I love her very much too. 
 
Sub categories of mother’s characteristic were understanding, honest, kind, perfectionist (do the best and want 
the best), and taking care (loving, sacrifice, concern, attachment). Responses reflecting mother’s characteristics 
include: (i) …because my mother is very honest in giving critics and advice; (ii) I trust my mother because my 
mother is very honest in giving critics and advice; and (iii) …she always understands me most more that other 
people. 
 
There were five sub categories of mother’s attitude and behaviour which are knowledge and experience, mother's 
attitude, confident, never lie, and keep secret. A number of reasons categorized under attitude and behavior includes 
(i) I trust my mother because she tells the truth and never lies to us; (ii) I trust her because keeps my secrets and 
that’s why I can tell her almost anything; and (iii)…because mother has a lot of life experience than me. 
 
Different cultures have a different concept of interpersonal relationship, which indirectly explains the concept of 
trust (Mutang, et al., 2012). From the pattern of trust development reported by Malaysian adolescents, mother-
adolescent relationship was identified as the main sources that adolescents trust their mother, follow by mother’s 
role and nurturance, mother's characteristic, and lastly, mother’s attitude and behavior. The analysis of the sub 
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categories showed that the biological relationship i.e. their mother give birth to them was identified as the most 
important source the adolescents trust their mother. Besides, bring up or raise them was identified as the second 
most important factor that they reported as a reason to trust their mother, followed by the close relationship with 
their mother, and because of their mother never lie and honest to them. The results portray Malaysian context that 
mother play an important role in an adolescent’s life simply because they are the closest person to them while 
growing up and “provide unique resources not provided by peers or other adults”. At an adolescent stage, the role of 
a mother is significant role as at this stage adolescents are exploring new social needs than any other stages of their 
life. 
 
Table 1. Categories and sub-categories of trust formation to the mother generated  
 
Main categories Frequency Percentage Sub-categories Frequency Percentage 
Mother-Adolescent 
Relationship 
434 43.7% Biological Relationship 214 22.94 
Close With Mother 86 9.22 
Love to The Mother 54 5.79 
Mutual Trust 50 5.36 
Sharing 30 3.22 
      
Mother’s Role and 
Nurturing 
215 21.7% Bring up/raise  120 12.86 
Educate (Advice, Teach 
and Guidance) 
40 
4.29 
Mother's Love 28 3.00 
Mother's Support and 
Help 
15 
1.61 
Responsible 12 1.29 
      
Mother’s Characteristic 202 20.3% Honest 69 7.4 
Understanding 46 4.93 
Do The Best and Want 
The Best 
37 
3.97 
Take Care (Loving, 
Sacrifice, Concern, 
Attachment) 
30 
3.22 
Kind 20 2.14 
      
Mother’s Attitude and 
Behavior 
142 14.3% Never Lie  76 8.15 
Keep Secret 22 2.36 
Confident 16 1.71 
Knowledge And 
Experience 
14 
1.50 
Mother's Attitude 14 1.50 
 
 
 
3.2. The association between gender and the trust of mother-adolescent relationship  
 
The chi square test was used to investigate the association between adolescents’ gender and trust towards their 
mothers in mother-adolescent relationship, and the differences between the observed and expected frequencies on 
mother-adolescent relationship according to the respondents’ gender. The chi square test showed that there was a 
non-significant association between gender and the pattern of trust to the mother in the category of the mother-
adolescent relationship (2 = 4.995, df = 4, p > .05). In the observed cell frequencies and bar chart (refer Figure 1), it 
showed the pattern of adolescents’ trust towards their mothers on the five sub categories of mother-adolescent 
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relationship were similar between male and female adolescents (refer Table 2).  Most frequent responses for both 
males and females was more on biological relationship (male= 52.5%, female= 48.3%) and the closeness (male= 14.9%, 
female= 21.3%) of their relationship with their father. This showed the pattern of biological and emotional bond between 
Malaysian mother-child relationships. 
 
Table 2.  Association of the Gender of Adolescents with the Trust of Mother-Adolescent Relationship 
 
Gender of Adolescents Male Female 2 Sig. 
The Trust Formation to 
The Mother 
Frequenc
y 
Expected 
Frequenc
y 
Percentag
e (%) 
Frequenc
y 
Expected 
Frequenc
y 
Percentage 
(%) 
Mother-Adolescent 
Relationship 
        
a Biological 
Relationship 
53 49.8 52.5% 161 164.2 48.3% 4.995 .288 
b Close With Mother 15 20.0 14.9% 71 66.0 21.3%   
c Love to The Mother 16 12.6 15.8% 38 41.4 11.4%   
d Mutual Trust 13 11.6 12.9% 37 38.4 11.1%   
e Sharing 4 7.0 4.0% 26 23.0 7.8%   
 
 
 
Figure 1: Pattern of Adolescent Trust To The Mother on The Sub Scale of Mother-Adolescent Relationship 
 
 
3.3 The Association between Gender and the Trust of Mother’s Role and Nurturing 
 
Table 3 showed the association between adolescents’ gender and the trust towards mother’s role and nurturance. The 
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result showed that there was no significant association between these two variables (2= 3.133, df = 4, p > .05). The 
result indicated that adolescents’ trust on the five sub categories of mother’s role and nurturance were not different 
between male and female students (refer Table 3 and Figure 2). In modern Malaysian families, even though lot of 
mothers are working women their still play their traditional role as child care giver, manage domestic chores, remain 
actively involved in nurturing and child rearing practices. This provides opportunity for mother to develop bonding 
and attachment with their children. Thus mothers are considered as fulfilling basic needs of their children as well as 
providing love and affection. Malaysian children tend to relay on their parents specially mothers for fulfilling their 
needs, which later leads to development of trust towards their mothers. 
 
Table 3.  Association of the Gender of Adolescents with The Trust of Mother’s Role and Nurturing 
 
Gender of Adolescents Male Female 2 p 
The Trust Formation to 
The Mother 
Frequenc
y 
Expected 
Frequenc
y 
Percentag
e (%) 
Frequenc
y 
Expected 
Frequenc
y 
Percentag
e (%) 
Mother’s Role and Nurturing        
a. Bring up/raise  25 26.8 52.1% 95 93.2 56.9% 3.133 .536 
b. Educate (Advice, 
Teach and 
Guidance) 
13 8.9 27.1% 27 31.1 16.2%   
c. Mother's Love 5 6.3 10.4% 23 21.7 13.8%   
d. Mother's Support 
and Help 
3 3.3 6.3% 12 11.7 7.2%   
e. Responsible 2 2.7 4.2% 10 9.3 6.0%   
 
 
Figure 2: Pattern of Adolescent Trust To The Mother on The Sub Scale of Mother's Role and Nurturing 
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3.4 The Association between Gender and the Trust of Mother’s Characteristics 
 
There were five sub-categories reported under the mother’s characteristics theme (refer Table 4). Nevertheless, there 
was no significant association between father’s characteristics and gender (2 = 1.239, df = 4, p > .05). In the 
observed cell frequencies and bar chart (refer Figure 3), it showed the pattern of adolescents' trust on the five sub 
categories of mother’s characteristics were similar between male and female adolescents.  These findings suggest 
that a secure mother-child attachment (trust) was associated with positive mother characteristics. Perhaps, among 
others the key to be a trusted mother in Malaysia are honest, understanding, caring, and kind mother.  
Table 4. Association of the Gender of Adolescents with The Trust of Mother’s Characteristics 
 
Gender of Adolescents Male Female 2 p 
The Trust Formation 
towards The Mother 
Frequency Expected 
Frequency 
Percentage 
(%) 
Frequency Expected 
Frequency 
Percentage 
(%) 
Mother 
Characteristics 
        
a. Honest 11 12.0 31.4% 58 57.0 34.7% 1.239 .872 
b. Understanding 7 8.0 20.0% 39 38.0 23.4%   
c. Do The Best and 
Want The Best 
6 6.4 17.1% 31 30.6 18.6%   
d. Take Care 
(Loving, 
Sacrifice, 
Concern) 
6 5.2 17.1 24 24.8 14.4%   
e. Kind 5 3.5 14.3 15 16.5 9.0%   
 
 
Figure 3: Pattern of Adolescent Trust To The Mother on The Sub Scale of Mother's Characteristics 
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3.5 The Association between Gender and The Trust of Mother’s Attitude and Behavior 
 
Table 5 showed the association between adolescents’ gender and the trust towards mother’s attitude and behavior. 
The result showed that there was no significant association between these two variables (2 = 2.158, df = 4, p > .05). 
The result indicated that the pattern of adolescents’ trust on the five sub categories of mother’s attitude and 
behaviour were similar between male and female students (refer Table 5 and Figure 4). The sub-categories reported 
under the category of mother’s attitude and behaviors are never lie, keep secret, confident, knowledgeable, and 
mother’s positive attitude. This indicates in Malaysia a mother is expected to have great attitude and behavior as a role 
model for the children. 
 
Table 5. Association of the Gender of Adolescents with The Trust of Mother’s Attitude and Behavior 
 
Gender of Adolescents Male Female 2 p 
The Trust Formation to The 
Mother 
Frequenc
y 
Expected 
Frequenc
y 
Percentag
e (%) 
Frequenc
y 
Expected 
Frequenc
y 
Percentag
e (%) 
Mother’s Attitude and Behavior        
a. Never Lie  24 20.3 63.2% 52 55.7 50.0% 2.158 .707 
b. Keep Secret 4 5.9 10.5% 18 16.1 17.3%   
c. Confident 4 4.3 10.5% 12 11.7 11.5%   
d. Knowledgeable 3 3.7 7.9% 11 10.3 10.6%   
e. Mother's positive 
Attitude 
3 3.7 7.9% 11 10.3 10.6%   
 
Figure 4: Pattern of Adolescent Trust To The Mother on The Sub Scale of Mother's Characteristics 
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4. Conclusion  
 
The present research findings suggest that the mother-adolescent relationship, mother’s role and nurturance, 
mother’s characteristics and mother’s attitude and behavior are the important determinants of the adolescents’ trust 
formation towards their mother. The results are similar for both male and female adolescents. As conceptualization 
and measurement of trust is very difficult and somewhat subjective to the culture, the findings from this study had 
develop a more contextualized understanding of the way Malaysian adolescents’ trust in mother and the adolescents’ 
trust formation towards their mother when the factor of gender are considered.” Understandings how pattern of trust 
towards mother develops, will provide useful information for Malaysian parents, teachers, counselors, government 
officers, and Malaysian policy makers and the finding also can help in establishing harmonious society. 
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